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The present thesis is an attempt to investigate the use of ELDs (English 
Learner’s Dictionary) by English majors and to explore the dictionary user education 
in Chinese universities. The general research question addressed in the present survey 
is: how do English majors use ELDs in their language learning? This question can be 
approached from five aspects: (a) the number and types of ELDs students own; (b) 
students’ dictionary habits, attitude, preferences and evaluations; (c) their reference 
needs; (d) their reference skills; and (e) their need for dictionary instruction. 
The research into dictionary users and uses has attracted wide attention since the 
latter half of the 20th century. A great deal of empirical studies have been carried out 
and remarkable achievements have been made. As R.R.K. Hartmann (1994a: 206) 
comments, the user perspective has become the most recent and promising division in 
dictionary research. Since the end of the last century, an increasing number of 
Chinese researchers have also conducted a lot of research into dictionary use, 
particularly in the context of foreign language learning. However, the previous 
researches in China mainly aim at depicting an overall picture of dictionary use by 
university students as a whole. Besides, the size of samples tends to be too small to 
be representative. The present survey is a large-scale investigation into ELDs use by 
English majors exclusively and an attempt to probe into the dictionary user education 
in Chinese universities. 
The thesis is composed of four chapters. Chapter 1 provides a literature review 
of the user perspective by first tracing its advent and development, then explaining its 
rationale and significance, and finally examining some major empirical studies and 
literatures by prominent researchers in this field. 
Chapter 2 examines the research areas and methodology in dictionary use 
studies. The first half of the chapter deals with the specific areas of enquiry into 
dictionary use with special reference to foreign language learning. Major findings of 
each area are also evaluated. The second half focuses on the investigative methods in 















Chapter 3 presents a large-scale empirical study conducted, by means of 
student-based questionnaire and teacher-based interview, to investigate the use of 
ELDs by English majors in eight universities in Fujian province. The survey shows 
that all students have ELDs, among which, the palm-top electronic dictionary is by 
far the most popular type. They also have a preference for the bilingualized 
dictionary among the paper dictionaries. ELDs are perceived as an essential and 
valuable tool which is used quite frequently by students in learning. However, most 
students have a limited and unbalanced view of lexical needs which is reflected by 
their predominant use of dictionary for decoding purposes. The reference skills of the 
students as a whole are not satisfactory enough. The survey also confirms a need for 
dictionary instruction. 
Chapter 4 is an exploration, based on the findings of the survey, into the 
dictionary user education in Chinese universities, particularly for English majors, 
focusing on the methods and content of student dictionary instruction. It also briefly 
discusses teacher training, the principles of dictionary teaching, and provides some 
feasible suggestions for EFL (English as a foreign language) teachers’ reference. 
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Recent decades have witnessed remarkable development in the field 
of lexicography. The successive international conferences on lexicography, 
the publication of epoch-making dictionaries for EFL (English as foreign 
language) learners and major breakthroughs in both theory and practice all 
mark the end of the Dark Ages in which lexicography was said to be “an 
obscure pastime performed by a small minority of introverted word 
collectors” (Hartmann, 1983: 3). It is evident that lexicography has been 
growing steadily into a professional specialist field . 
However, traditionally, lexicographers were mainly concerned with 
their working problems, viewing the complete description of a word as the 
prime objective. They considered the dictionary as a storage system of 
information, thus chiefly focusing on its content and presentation. They 
used to assume that they knew what was good for the reader, and any 
potential discrepancy between the dictionary and what the reader needed 
was irrelevant, since the latter had to adapt to the dictionary as it was. 
Therefore, very often there may be a mis-match between the information 
provided by the dictionary and the help required by the dictionary user 
(Hartmann, 1987a:12). 
Fortunately, the situation has begun to change since the famous 1960 
conference on lexicography was held at Indiana University, U.S.A. The 
No.1 recommendation in the “Summary Report” (Householder & Saporta, 
1962:279) states: “ Dictionaries should be designed with a special set of 
user in mind and for their specific needs.” Ever since then, there has been a 
heightened feeling that dictionaries do not do enough for their users. More 















on the dictionary user in order to make dictionaries more user-friendly. 
The latter half of the 20th century saw the fast development of the 
research into dictionary users and uses. Various studies on the use of 
dictionaries, both monolingual and bilingual, especially learner’s 
dictionaries, have been since then carried out in several countries, at 
several proficiency levels and against a variety of first-language 
backgrounds. The findings of these studies, mostly in the empirical field, 
are of great interest and value to lexicographers, researchers and EFL 
teachers as well. The user perspective has now become the most promising 
division of dictionary research (Hartmann, 1994a:206). Still, this field 
lacks a clear research paradigm based on a generally accepted theory of 
dictionary use. More work should be done to improve research methods so 
that the research into dictionary use can also leap into “the realm of 
scientific respectability” (Hartmann, 1987a: 27). 
Compared with the studies abroad, dictionary use research in China 
has received little attention until lately. Researchers in China have come to 
realize the importance and significance of the user-centered approach in 
dictionary research since the end of the last century. Much work has been 
done and achievements have been made. Yet, although many empirical 
studies on dictionary use have been carried out under the context of 
English learning, they primarily aim at representing a general picture of 
dictionary use by university students as a whole, especially with a focus 
on students’ needs, habits and preferences. Besides, most research tends to 
be small-scale; the sample of subjects is too small to be representative. 
Since ELDs (English learner’s dictionary) are of particular importance to 
English majors, it is absolutely necessary to investigate into their actual 
use in language learning. In the hope of producing a panorama of the ELD 















dictionary instruction in Chinese universities, this survey is initiated. 
In the current thesis, a literature review of the dictionary user 
perspective is first given in Chapter 1, focusing on the major 
representatives in this field and their contributions. The second chapter 
deals with the research areas and methodology of user-related studies. A 
brief summary of the status quo is provided at the end of this chapter. Then 
comes in Chapter 3 the large-scale investigation, with a combination of 
questionnaire and interview, on the ELD use by English majors in Chinese 
universities. A careful analysis of the collected data produces some 
enlightening findings which have profound implications for dictionary 
instruction, the topic discussed in the last chapter. Based on the 
investigation, some methods of educating English majors are suggested. 
This chapter also explores the function, principles and content of 
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